


The Magazine 














HEALTH SPECIAL CAREER 
. CHANGERS! 
How to Start Over 
2s in Tough Times - 
Page 26 i 
Pan 
> SLEEP DEEPER, Ready to 
? 
>BOOST DISEASE Travel? 
DEFENSES un & “aon 
>SPARK YOUR Paaett 
a oo 
STRESS LESS aap 
Page 36 
e ; ie THE CRAZY, 
Michael ise HUGE WORLD 
S OF VIDEO 
Douglas |. @ > GAMING 
On the Joys and Pain hy eS Bi QIN IN 
of Family, Creativity, 
Being Curious 
and Never Ga 
GrowingUp @,, a 
Page 32 Lo 
GE Plus 






dma Lakshmi, 
Greg Louganis and Lisa Ling 
Their Role Models 
. Page 50 






April/May 2021 aarp.org/magazine $4.50 











Right now, over 5 million neople are | 
playing Fortnite. 


Last year, 31 million of us paid $50+ 
for anew version of Animal Crossing. 


i HE MEGA WORLD OF GAMING By Chris Morris 
56 
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hat draws nearly half of all 

older Americans—and an 

even larger percentage of 

those younger than us—to 

play so many games on a 

phone, computer or con- 

sole hooked up to a TV? What makes 

digital gaming so appealing that it 

becomes both a daily and lifelong 

| pursuit, including for a 50-something 

like me who's been playing since his 
arcade days in the 1980s? 

The easy answer is that it’s a tem- 
porary escape from the pressures of 
the real world—an essential distrac- 

tion, particularly over this past year. 
| And yes, lots of online games qualify 
' as wonderful diversions: Countless 
_ Americans pass some time each day 


ILLUSTRATIONS BY SEAN McCABE 


playing sudoku, Candy Crush, Angry 
Birds and other puzzle games on their 
phones or tablets. 

But that’s just one segment of the 
gaming market. Step beyond the 
fast-gratification phone games, and 
you emerge into a world where the 
player is more than ever an active par- 
ticipant in a game’s narrative. Your 
decisions and actions impact where 
the story goes, as opposed to watch- 
ing a film or TV, during which you're 
a passive couch potato. A good game 
lets you not only depart your reality but 
also create a new one. You're not re- 


stricted by your age, height, gender or 
physical disabilities. Maybe you can’t 
sink a free throw in real life, but ina 
game of NBA 2K21, you can go one- 
on-one with Michael Jordan—and beat 
him. Players gain competency as they 
dive in, taking pride in crackinga hard 
puzzle or ascending to a new challenge 
level. I will forever treasure the look 
of immense pride on the face of my 
13-year-old daughter, Alyssa, as she 
whooped it up after getting her first 
victory in the action game Fortnite. 
To understand gaming, forget the 
technology and focus on the humanity, 
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games to try: moment. 


It’s in our nature to join the fray, to 
learn the rules and master the system, 
to build things (and for some of us, to 
blow them up), to gain and lose, to chill 
out and chalk up—and even brag about 
our scores—to spin entire worlds from 
only our imaginations. And like me and 
my daughter, we also like to win. 

No surprise that the tensions of the 
pandemic brought more people into 
the gaming fold. A survey by Deloitte, 
a professional services company, found 
that 34 percent of those surveyed had 
tried a new video gaming activity in 








CANDY CRUSH 2048 Sliding 
SAGA Move puzzles and 
pieces of candy math might 

to create color sound like odd 
groupings. This ingredients for 
is a quick, easy a game, but 
and addictive 2048 will hook 


you fast. It takes 
strong logic and 
puzzle skills, but 
it's welcoming to 
all players. 


game—and the 
franchise has 
nearly a quar- 
ter of a billion 
players. 





you in an alternative world? If you still 
think of video games as kid stuff, the 
equivalent of an electronic toy, you are 
missing out on the most sophisticated 
form of entertainment available. Yes, it 
used to be that video games were about 
clearing the screen of objects—take 
your pick: asteroids, dots, centipedes, 
alien invaders—while evading death 
en route to the high score. But today, 
many modern games create immer- 
sive experiences, with varying goals. 
Some play out like a movie, with you 








as the star. The choices you make de- 
termine how the story plays out. Still 
other games approach the existential, 
providing environments where play- 
ers don’t compete so much as build, 
explore and share. 

“The creative side of you, rather 
than the competitive, can come out,” 
McNealy says. Take the Civilization 
series of computer games. They were 
launched in 1991 by Sid Meier, 67, an 
industry rock star whose name still 
graces the box. To read this Wikipedia 
description of Civilization is to realize 
how far video games have advanced 
from the days of a yellow puck chomp- 
ing dots: “The player is tasked with 
leading an entire human civilization 
over the course of several millennia 
by controlling various areas such as 
urban development, exploration, gov- 
ernment, trade, research, and military.” 

“We always knew we had something 
special, that we were doing something 
unique that allowed the players to cre- 
ate their own stories, to be their own 
star,” Meier told me. “Our graphics 
weren't as good as movies, Our sound 
wasn’t as good as records, But we had 
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2020. Those activities range from = WAYS To PLAY Video games are in our homes, in our 
playing a new game to subscribing to pockets, even on our heads 
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TODAY'S HOT GAM 
L bia ya mt 
FORTNITE This 
“battle royale" game, 
in which players are 


dropped into a zone 
and fight until one 


~". Some of the games that 


piste than ever. The lat- remains, is a phe- 
games, and St installment, Sid nomenon, It had 350 
Atari arcade  Meier’s Civilization _‘ million registered 

classics. VI, came out in late HsSi Save anigenes 


year, and its publish- 
er has struck deals 
to bring characters 
from the Star Wars 
and Marvel universes 
into the game. 


2016 and is still cited 
each quarter by publisher Take-Two 
Interactive Software as one of its 
top moneymakers. It’s one of several 
games, including Final Fantasy, The 








Elder Scrolls and Doom, that have 
been around long enough to engage 
and entertain generations of players. 
Another is the SimCity series and 
its offshoot, The Sims. A game about 
city planning and the lives of arti- 
ficial people might not sound like a 
rollicking good time, but both have 
captivated gamers for decades. In 
SimCity, released in 1989, players 





sole sold 31 million copies last year. It's 
@ game in which seemingly mundane 
tasks produce a meditative-like state of 
pleasure. Collect enough items in the 


ANIMAL CROSSING: NEW HORIZONS 
This game for the Nintendo Switch con- 


game and you can cash them into buy 1 
something new for your character's 
house. You can also take "vacations" al Id 


and visit other players within the game. [x 





managed zoning, infrastructure and 
municipal budgets. It was strangely 
compelling and launched a wave of 
simulation games. I talked to designer 
Will Wright, 61, now-a giant in the in- 
dustry, about his inspiration. Turns out 
his revolution was based on chance. 
“SimCity was an offshoot of an earlier 
game I did—Raid on Bungeling Bay— 
which was “fire on and blow everything 
up,” he says, describing a typical game 





CALL OF DUTY 
It's the most pop- 
ular game series in 
the “first-person 

" shooter” genre. 
Players perform 
missions, work 
together and engage in combat. 
The first Call of Duty game came 
out in 2003, and subsequent annual 
installments have been among the 
best-selling games each year. 





highest-grossing movie, Avengers: 
Endgame). Grand Theft Auto is an 
“open-world” game in which players 
set off on adventures, often violent, 
and interact with colorful characters. 


* GRAND THEFT AUTO V 
| This game has.brought 
} in over $6 billion in 

B sales—more than any 
other single media 
title in history (about 
twice that of the 













of the era. “I had to create a world to 
blow up, so I built myself tool to build 
the world, and I found it was much 
more fulfilling to create the world.” 


hink of itthis way: In 1995, peo- 
ple wondered if video games 
would ever match the visual 
fidelity of Pixar’s Toy Story. 
Today, the Unreal Engine software 
from Epic Games, which powers titles 





MADDEN NFL 21 This 
football simulation 
(named for former coach 
Ry and broadcaster John 

* Madden) lets you live 
gridiron fantasies, from 
being a running back to 
» a coach. It’s so respect- 
» ed by the NFL that in 
this pandemic year, the 
league staged its Pro 
Bowl all-star game using 
this in place of a real 
| football game. 
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Tetris is initially released Nintendo The Nintendo Game Boy Co 
in the Soviet Union. It w= Entertainment The Oregon Trail becomes the first suc- 
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According to a 2019 AARP survey, women 50 and over are avid 
gamers. Nearly 50 percent of them play video games, compared to 
39 percent of men 50-plus. Women enjoy puzzle and logic games 
(Tetris, Candy Crush) and card and tile games (hearts, mah-jongg). 


like Fortnite and Gears of War 5, is also 
iN used by film and television companies 
for shows like HBO’s Westworld and 
Disney+’s The Mandalorian, to cre- 
ate visual effects, The video game- 
Hollywood influence goes the other 
way, too; many games, especially the 
more cinematic ones, cast actors to 
provide voice work or even “act” in the 
games via motion-capture technology. 

And the music has come a long way. 
The days of 8-bit ditties, like the famil- 
iar Mario Bros. theme, have given way 
to complex orchestral pieces. And that 
led to symphonies that featured music 
from video games touring the country. 
Those have been part of the live perfor- 
mance landscape for 20 years now and 
have been broadcast on PBS. 

“T’ve always said if Beethoven were 
alive today, he’d be a video game com- 
poser,” says Tommy Tallarico, 53, a 
video game music composer who has 
worked on over 300 titles and now also 
heads up a revival of the Intellivision 
video game brand, “His whole goal was 
to control people’s emotions. What 
better outlet would that have been than 
video games today? Do you think Bee- 
thoven would have been a film com- 
poser? Do you think he would have 
wanted people talking over his music 
for two hours? Hell no!” 


Scalia v. Schwarzenegger: 
Game on 


Like comic books, rock music and 
films, video games have been blamed 
for societal problems. In particular, 
many have questioned the level of vi- 
olence in some games and the impact 
that has on players. The concern is 
understandable, especially given how 
popular games are with young players, 





but no substantive studies to date have 
shown that games are any more harm- 
ful than other forms of media. That's 
what led the Supreme Court in 2011 to 
stand up for video games. The case— 
Brown v. Entertainment Merchants 
Association—revolved around a 2005 
California law that made it illegal for 
retailers to sell violent video games to 
anyone under age 18. Then-Governor 
Arnold Schwarzenegger had argued 


PROGRAMMING PIONEERS 





JOHN ROMERO, 53, AND BRENDA 


that violent games are the same as 
sexual materials, when it comes to 
government regulation. The court 
soundly rejected that argument. “Cali- 
fornia relies primarily on the research 
of Dr. Craig Anderson and.a few other 
research psychologists whose studies 
purport to show aconnection between 
exposure to violent video games and 
harmful effects on children,” wrote 
Justice Antonin Scalia in the majority 
opinion. “These studies have been re- 
jected by every court to consider them, 
and with good reason: They do not 
prove that violent video games cause 
minors to act aggressively.” 

M-rated titles (the “mature” rat- 


Innovative games and the 
people who made them 


ALLAN ALCORN, 73 ITE 
(Pong) | was a 24-year-old 
engineer, Nolan Bushnell 
[founder of Atari] wanted 

to give me practice. It was 








ROMERO, 54 (John: Doom; Brenda: Wizardry 
8) John: We spent the year of 1993 making 
Doom. We knew it didn't exist anywhere. 
Doom changed the industry, including the 
rules of multiplayer games and allowing the 
game to be modified by the community—to 
change music, textures, you name it. Brenda: 
Wizardry was to Japan what Doom was to 
the U.S. It paved the way for role-playing 
games like Final Fantasy, which took their 
inspiration from Wizardry. 





the very simplest video 
game one could ever think 
of. | made it as playable 
and as fun as | could. When 
we released it, very much 
to my surprise, it became a 
hit right away. I'm blessed 
by having the opportunity 
to create something that 
changed the world a little 
bit, you know? 





DONA BAILEY, 65 (Centipede) 


visually beautiful. —Lex/ Pandell 


My supervisor gave me a notebook with game ideas. There 
was a line about shooting a multi-segmented insect. I've 
always been weird about bugs, and it sounded like a good 
idea—a great afternoon of, you know, killing insects, The game 
is so me. It was whimsical. It was quirky, | put a lot of time into 
trying to make it look good, It was important for me that it be 








Solitaire on | Doom popularizes 
Microsoft the “first-person 
Windows shooter” genre of 
3.1 games. 
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ing that violent games often receive) 
might seem to get the biggest share of 
the spotlight, but they actually do not 
make up the majority of games on the 
market, In 2019, they represented just 
13 percent of console game titles. 
More recently, some concern has 
shifted to in-game purchases, as mo- 
bile gaming has grown and the nature 
of the gaming industry has changed 
from selling as many game units as pos- 
sible to keeping customers engaged for 
longer periods. So with digital down- 
loads of games, the initial cost might 
be quite low or even free. But then 
players regularly get offers to purchase 
gaming upgrades. For example, a free 
phone game in which you play bil- 
liards against random opponents will 
repeatedly try to get you to spend a few 
dollars to upgrade to a pool cue with 
better spin and ball control (and a killer 
design). Or sometimes a game will be 
free for a limited amount of play each 
day. If you’re engrossed in the game 
and really can’t put it down until to- 
morrow, well, get your credit card out. 


Three thousand friends 


hat about the stereotype 
that has emerged of the 
ill-kempt, lonely, isolated 
player sitting in his base- 
ment? Video games bring 
people together, even 
when they are apart. Many 
games now can be played over the in- 
ternet, connecting friends and family. 
Wearing a headset, you're able to talk 
with the person on the other side of the 
screen—and the conversations often 
branch far beyond the game as friend- 
ships develop or strengthen. Some- 
times you play with a stranger. Other 
times you can choose to play with a 
friend or family member across town 
or in another city, Check the security 
settings if your grandkids are playing, 
though, and monitor their activity. In- 
teracting with (CONTINUED ON PAGE 72) 


-ONVIDEO GAMES 


HEALTH BENEFITS 
Video games can help 
improve reaction time, 
attention and short- 
term memory in older 
adults, research shows. 
Just don't expect every 
game to provide all 
those benefits. 

Any single game 
usually exercises a nar- 
row set of skills, “So if 
the game requires you 
to have quick respons- 
es, it may facilitate 
speed of response," 
says Sarah Lenz Lock, 
senior vice president 
for policy at AARP 
and executive director 
of the Global Coun- 
cil on Brain Health. 
"The more you play, 
the better you get at 
that skill. Gamers who 
are doing games like 
Speed Racer have seen 
a positive benefit in 
driving skills.” 

Similarly, a game 
that has you navigating 
mazes or strange jun- 
gles in a digital space 
may help improve your 
ability to navigate in 
your everyday sur- 


roundings. “| describe 
it like when you first 
start going to a new 
job and you have to 
learn new routes— 
you're using your 
hippocampus to navi- 
gate there,” says Greg 
West, researcher and 
psychology professor 
at the University of 
Montreal. “We believe 
something similar is 
happening in these 3D 
platform games, like 
Super Mario 64.” 


CREATIVE BOOST 
Video games could 
even make you more 
creative, In one study, 
those who played 
Minecraft, a game that 
allows you to build en- 
vironments, performed 
better on creative 
tasks when com- 
pared with those who 
played a driving game 
or watched TV. “The 
question becomes: 
What would happen 

in the long term if you 
keep playing games 
where you get to be 
creative?" says Douglas 


You can benefit from playing, 
but turn it off sometimes, too 


Gentile, an author of 
the study and psychol- 
ogy professor at lowa 
State University. “If you 
practice being creative, 
you should become 
more creative.” 


BUT BE AWARE ... 
Video games are 
designed to keep you 
in front of the screen. 
“If you're doing it to 
the detriment of other 
things that are good 
for you, like exercise, 
it's-a really bad idea,” 
Lock says. “You're do- 
ing yourself more harm 
than good,” 

And don't consider 
video games a miracle 
preventive measure 
against general brain 
decline or dementia. 
"Video games are 
limited to training 
your brain in specific 
ways,” Lock says. Just 
because a game can 
improve your spatial 
memory, for example, 
“that doesn’t mean 
you're better at man- 
aging your financial 
affairs.” —/enna Gyimesi 
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 61 


strangers online poses risks for kids. 

Could gaming be one of the few good 
things that have come out of the pan- 
demic? People who can’t connect in 
real life meet in the game world and 
play or build together. People in the 
same house share a fun diversion that 
lets them forget for an hour or two the 
dangers that loom beyond their door. 
And grandparents and grandchildren 
have new worlds to explore together, 
where the youngsters often get to do 
the teaching. Together, they engage in 
healthy competition or work together 
on common goals. 

“Thave friends that ’ve known liter- 
ally for five to six years that I play Rune- 
Scape with,” says Tony Winchester, 
67, a Missouri retiree. “I was talking to 
someone from Malaysia this morning, 
from Australia this morning, from Los 
Angeles this morning, from Canada 
this morning, somebody from South 
Africa this morning. It’s really crazy.” 

Gamers also connect on streaming 
platforms, like YouTube and Twitch, 
fostering a community in which they 
can show off their skills and oth- 
ers can comment and converse. On 
Twitch, Winchester is better known as 
gray-bearded Sir Tony Ray, with a red 
crown atop his head, and as. a master of 
fantasy game RuneScape, in which he 
engages in adventures among knights 
and dragons. “I usually get 2,000 to 
3,000 people that login to that channel 
every day,” he says. “Some people say, 
‘Hey, man, I haven’t seen you ina while 
and just wanted to make sure you’re 
OK; and then they go. Others come in 
and stay for four to five hours. I try to 
talk to everybody I can. I have a pret- 
ty good memory, and I really think of 
them as friends, not viewers.” 

Other older gamers find each other 
through player groups—online en- 
vironments in which members post 
messages about their gaming activi- 
ties. The Old Timers Guild is one such 
group. Deb Hickerson, 67, a longtime 


gamer who lives in Provo, Utah, re- 
views prospective members, adhering 
to the group’s credo, “No drama... all 
about the fun.” Translation: Don’t start 
posting about politics and religion on 
these message boards; post only about 
a shared interest in gaming. 

Although the group is open to any- 
one 25 and older—a nod to gaming’s 
age stereotypes of what constitutes 
an “old-timer”—Hickerson especially 
appreciates its appeal to older peo- 
ple who find solace in gaming. One 
member is in a wheelchair, the result 
of a convenience store shooting, but 
in the gaming world “he could run 
all around.” Another member has lu- 
pus, others endure chronic pain, and 
Dickerson herself has a rare windpipe 
condition that restricts her breathing. 
But when she plays an online fantasy 
game, she is free from all that. “I can 
fly in EverQuest 2. I totally love flying!” 


‘King of Kong’: The last word 
And so we come to this: Video games 
today are everywhere, and multiple 
generations are playing them. For 
perspective, I talked to Walter Day, a 
71-year-old whose interest in gaming 
legitimacy led to his founding Twin 
Galaxies, an organization that certifies 
and maintains a log of record scores. 
(Watch the acclaimed 2007 documen- 
tary King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters 
to see Day on film.) 

“We are the pioneers. And we, as a 
generation, are still alive, still tooling 
with this and pushing this forward,” 
he told me. “The phenomenon of se- 
nior gamers is about to sprout and 
blossom and become a very, very big 
deal, because these tens and tens of 
millions of people aren’t going to re- 
tire from video games.” & 





Chris Morris has covered the video game industry 
since 1996 and has been director of content de- 
velopment for CNN Money and managing editor 
at Yahoo! Finance. Today, he writes for dozens of 
national outlets, including Fortune, Nasdag.com 
and CNBC, and is a frequent panel moderator and 
speaker at major tech conferences. 


Nathan Meunier and Lexi Pandell contributed to. 
this story. 
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